The Universal Provider

Fines and summary dismissal were the chief punish-
ments inflicted for infraction of discipline. In their
liability to these punishments the staff were at the
mercy of two forces, one outside and one inside the
building. The evil system prevailed of inviting custo-
mers to express their complaints by writing letters
privately to Whiteley himself. Consequently any cus-
tomer who felt himself aggrieved against a particular
assistant could make the latter the victim of a secret
denunciation to his employer. These letters were given
every morning to a senior official to investigate, and at
2.30 P.M., immediately after dinner-time, the parties
involved used to be summoned up to Whiteley's own
office, where judgment would be pronounced, often
resulting in two or three instant dismissals. Inside the
building the rank and file of assistants were largely
dependent on the goodwill and sense of justice of the
buyers, who were set over them at the head of each
department. Though the buyers could not dismiss on
their own responsibility, to them was left the selection
of staff marked down for dismissal at those periods of
the year when seasonal reductions in staff were made.
Twice a year, in January and July, came the sales, each
of which would be succeeded by a period of slack trade.
On the last day of each sale notices of dismissal were
sent out to the individuals affected, but not until within
half an hour or so of closing-time. As the sales ended
on a Saturday, and as the dismissed employee had to
vacate his or her room the same evening, Saturday
afternoon was a time of fear and foreboding for a large
proportion of the staff. By their right to select those to
be marked for dismissal on these occasions the buyers
exercised an unwholesome power, all the worse inas-